Access to the full text of the published version may require a subscription. This paper reviews two recent discussions of the historical value of his description of this mosque before concluding that he probably describes its appearance as it was being repaired c.660 following a great earthquake in 659.
INTRODUCTION
Writing around the year 700 in his treatise De locis sanctis (DLS), Adomnán, abbot of Iona, makes three specific references to contemporary Arab rule in the Near East: first, to the 'Saracen' construction of a 'rectangular house of prayer' on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem (DLS 1.1.14); second, to the role played by the 'king of the Saracens' Mavias in adjudicating the ownership of a cloth which was allegedly the one that had covered Christ's head during his burial (DLS 1.9); and, third, to the 'Saracen' occupation of Damascus and their construction of a 'church' there (DLS 2.28.2).
1 Since Adomnán's text seems to constitute a 1 Throughout this paper I will cite Ludwig Bieler's edition as published and translated in Denis Meehan, 3 existence. 3 Most recently, Nees argues strongly against the possibility that Adomnán could have met a returned pilgrim from the Holy Land, whether known as Arculf or by some other name instead, who then acted as the main source of his information about the Near East, and attacks the veracity of his description of the mosque on the Temple Mount in particular. 4 On the other hand, Hoyland and Waidler seek to emphasize the originality and accuracy of Adomnán's testimony concerning the activities of the Saracens and argue equally strongly in support of the possibility that he did indeed derive this information from a pilgrim recently returned from the Holy Land. 5 The purpose of this note is to critique the main arguments on both sides in so far as they relate to Adomnán's description of the mosque on the Temple
Mount.
THE ALLEGATION OF PEJORATIVE LANGUAGE
Adomnán provides a brief description of the mosque on the Temple Mount as follows (DLS 1.1.14):
3 See e.g. François Chatillon, 'Arculfe a-t-il réellement existé?', Revue du moyen âge latin 23 (1967) , 134-38.
Alternatively, O'Loughlin, Adomnán and the holy places, 63 accepts the possibility of an historical Arculf, but argues that the personality emerging from Adomnán's text is a 'literary fiction'. fallen, rather than to any earlier remains. Furthermore, the badly built appearance of the mosque may reflect the damage inflicted by the earthquake upon those parts of the mosque that were still standing, and any hasty repairs, rather than its original condition. Indeed, the earthquake may also explain one of the more puzzling aspects of Adomnán's description of the mosque, the claim that it was built with upright boards and large beams.
The claim that the mosque was built with boards and large beams seems somewhat unlikely for two main reasons: first, because it was the custom in the region to use stone rather than wood in any large or prestigious buildings; and second, because a seventh-century text reports that a skilled marble-worker was employed in the construction of the original mosque there, suggesting that it was indeed built in stone. These words associate the Church of the Holy Sepulchre with the animal waste far more directly than they do the mosque on the Temple Mount. Indeed, the description of the miracle had already made the explicit point that the waste was dispersed 'everywhere' throughout the city (DLS 1.1.9: per illas politanas plateas stercorum abhominationes propriorum passim sternit 'filth from their discharges spreads everywhere throughout the city streets'). In contrast, there is no actual mention of the Temple Mount during the description of how the waste was washed from the city. Nees infers a reference to the Temple Mount in the east of the city simply because it is stated that this waste was washed through the eastern gates of the city, but this misses the main point that the waste is depicted flowing from the higher regions to the lower regions throughout the whole city, that is, that it would have to have flowed by many Christian sites also. One should note here that Nees places great emphasis also on what he seems to interpret as an example of ring structure, where the alleged association of the Saracens with dung is claimed to correspond to an event in the second last chapter of the text (DLS 3.5) where a Jew at Constantinople is described as desecrating an icon of the Virgin by throwing it in a sewer; and this structure is then condemned as 'hagiography or exegesis, or something else, but not history'. 20 However, even if one were to admit the existence of this alleged ring structure, this would not in itself have any bearing on the historicity of the two events so ordered. Nees confuses form and content; but the artificiality of the form, even if accepted here, does not necessarily affect the content. part describes the walls of the city, with the emphasis on its gates, and the second the annual miracle clearing the animal waste from the city through the gates in its eastern wall.
Furthermore, it is far smaller than either of these parts. Consequently, it may be best characterized as a sort of footnote or afterthought to the chapter, where the theme that connects all three parts is that of the city walls, as indicated by the fact that the description of the mosque begins by describing the location of the Temple Mount near the eastern wall. This interpretation is supported by the fact that, while Adomnán takes care specifically to credit
Arculf himself for what follows at the start of his descriptions of the walls of Jerusalem and of the annual miracle, he does not do so in the case of the description of the mosque, where his information is vaguely attributed to general knowledge 'as it is said' (ut fertur) rather than to Arculf. In this case, it seems, he is rather less concerned as to whether his reader believes his information or not. So when Hoyland and Waidler ask 'why the Temple Mount was the first building to merit consideration, as opposed to Christian monuments such as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre', the answer is that the Temple Mount does not in fact receive any meaningful consideration, and certainly not when compared to the treatment of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.
14 Finally, one turns to Adomnán's claim that the mosque could accommodate three thousand people at once. Two points need to be made here. First, there is nothing suspicious in the number itself. It clearly represents a rounded figure or rough estimate such as one often finds in the description of large groups. This does not in itself mean that it has no basis in factan observation that is all the stronger considering that, in this text, Adomnán frequently includes other measurements of size or space that are clearly intended to be taken literally.
22
This necessitates caution before assuming that Adomnán can only have intended this number in some symbolic or metaphorical sense. Of particular relevance here is the fact that he likewise describes the size of the aedicule containing the tomb of Christ in terms of the number of men that it could hold, namely nine men standing (DLS 1.2.6). Nees accepts that the number three thousand 'seems plausible for a large mosque'; and this somewhat undermines his subsequent argument, since if this number really is plausible, and may have been derived from the same source that provided the undeniably correct information that the Muslims of this period did in fact pray on the Temple Mount, then one needs firm grounds to reject it in the manner that he does. 23 There is nothing wrong with exploring other possibilities, but these should not suddenly be declared certainties without firm evidence. When Nees attempts to explore the possible inspirations for the number three thousand, he focuses very narrowly on the bible in the assumption that this was Adomnán's most likely source. He dismisses the possibility that Adomnán may have been inspired in this choice of figure by some non-Christian author such as Caesar, and probably rightly so because there is no evidence that the library at Iona contained the works of Caesar, but is clear that the library did contain a large number of other Christian texts in addition to the bible, and there is no good reason to confine the search to the bible alone. 24 Nevertheless, Nees does so and, much as one would expect given the size and nature of the bible, he does find several passages referring in one way or the other to three thousand persons. He quickly settles upon one passage in particular, the description of how Samson killed three thousand men and women at
Gaza by toppling the two main supporting pillars of the building where they were, so that it collapsed upon them (Judges 16:27). In truth, however, there is very little reason to associate this passage with the description of the mosque except that they both describe a building capable of containing about three thousand people. For example, the bible clearly describes a building with columns whereas Adomnán noticeably fails to include any reference to such in his description of the mosque. However, Nees attempts to reinforce his argument by claiming that both buildings are also depicted in a negative context. In particular, he claims that the building at Gaza was 'fated to be destroyed', but one of the surprising features of Adomnán's description of the mosque on the Temple Mount is that he omits any negative comment on the future fate of this recent construction on that most sensitive of sites. On the contrary, his emphasis on the wooden nature of the construction there seems designed to emphasize that such a building was entirely consistent with Christ's prophecy as described in the synoptic Yet none of this speculation is strictly necessary since, as Nees himself admits, the claim that the mosque could contain three thousand men is plausible. It would be foolish to try and push this figure too hard and use it as a basis for a calculation of the size of the mosque: first, because it is clearly a rounded figure or rough estimate with significant room for error either up or down; second, because it is not clear how much room Adomnán, or his source, assumed that even one man actually occupied; and third, because it is not clear what proportion of the floor-space would have to be occupied in the mosque for Adomnán, or his source, to consider it full. 27 Nevertheless, the figure was probably of the right order of magnitude, and the mosque was clearly a significant building.
CONCLUSION
It has been suggested that Adomnán's puzzling description of the mosque on the Temple
Mount as a poorly constructed wooden building built upon ruins represents a misunderstanding of a building in the midst of repair following severe damage by the earthquake of 659, where the boards and beams to which he refers were probably temporary supports, shuttering, and scaffolding, and the ruins were the damaged walls and other features of the existing mosque rather than remnants from the pre-Islamic era. This has important implications for dating this description of the mosque, and the pilgrimage of the source ultimately responsible for this description, because one may assume that the Umayyad authorities prioritized the stabilization and repair of the mosque so that these were completed 31 Nees, 'Insular Latin sources', 89-91, suggests that Bede has simply invented his story of how Arculf was blown to the western shore of Britain by a storm, but does not adduce any parallels for such inventiveness on his part, or explain why he should have done so here.
